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This study looks at various aspects of the Internet Classroom Assistant (ICA) called the 
NICENET in teaching English at the Universiti Utara Malaysia (UUM), Malaysia. It surveys 
students’ reaction towards the use of NICENET in facilitating students’ language learning 
process. The results of this study revealed that the NICENET is able to reduce the language 
barriers and increasing students’ motivation in language learning. NICENET is found to be a 
useful tool for enhancing students’ writing ability. It provides opportunitiess for students to pose 
messages and allow conferencing among student and teachers. The instructor found that the 
NICENET to be a useful tool for monitoring students’ writing and provide the  necessary 
measures for helping students to be good language learners. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The advancement of the Information Technology (IT) and the emergence of the World Wide 
Web (WWW) have provided language teachers with more options to improve students’ learning 
process. Computer technology has created an innovative and challenging learning environment 
for learners to improve their language learning achievement. Using ICT,   English teachers and 
students can engage in consistent dialogues about assignments or issues, which may help, foster 
a more positive, nurturing classroom environment. In addition to consistency, the feedback 
obtained in a web-based or virtual classroom is also more immediate than that in a traditional or 
conventional classroom. The use of the Internet provides students with access to millions of 
sources of information, and classrooms provide the structure to help students learn to 
discriminate between useful sources and vice-versa. Additionally, students who learn the 
necessary skills for designing and composing text not only become more competitive in terms of 
future job opportunities, but they also acquire the skills needed to publish their writing in the 
web. Theoretically, if students are aware that their work will be published on the Internet or the 
web, it may inspire to work harder, ask more questions, and revise their work more often. 
Internet-based classes are of high interest and help develop skills of communication, thinking, 
and writing.  
 
Looking at the potential of web-based classroom, also known as virtual classroom, this paper 
attempts to analyse and evaluate the use of Internet English Interactive classroom which was 
especially developed at the Universiti Utara Malaysia (UUM), Malaysia using the readily free 
web-based, NICENET (http://www.nicenet.net). Specifically, this paper reports some benefits 
that students at the UUM have  gained via the Internet English Interactive classroom that used 
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features of the Internet Classroom Assistant (ICA), provided by NICENET, in enhancing 
English language learning using this special web-based classroom. 
 
TEACHING AND LEARNING ENGLISH ON A NETWORK 
The instructor in this environment becomes a ‘composer’ of the learning process. The English 
for Second Language (ESL) teachers involved calls up inputs from various media sources to 
enhance the lesson presentation. To be effective, ESL teachers need to think of multiple ways to 
engage the students in the class. One key dimension that contributes to the effectiveness of web-
based classrooms is the interaction. Interaction is the most powerful way to engage students to 
participate actively in acquisition of the target language being taught. The ESL teachers need to 
design opportunities for inter-site and intra-site interactions among students. Question-and-
answer periods, brainstorming sessions, case discussions, relevant issues and role-playing 
exercise are examples of strategies an English can use to incite interaction and participation 
among students. The presentation of such learning tool has to be ‘catchy’, lively, and different 
compares to traditional or conventional English language classrooms. 
 
WHY NICENET? 
NICENET is free web-site (http://www.nicenet.net) that provides Computer-Mediated 
Communication (CMC) with certain features for in-line classrooms. It has great potential as a 
learning tool. Besides its potential and strength, it is even more encouraging to be able to create 
an on-line classroom, namely, Internet English Interactive classroom in enhancing the students’ 
participation in practicing ESL at the UUM. Among the benefits of NICENET are: 
 
 NICENET provides Internet Classroom Assistant (ICA) that allows teachers and students 
to interact with one another even if it is not synchronous or “real-time”. It is possible for 
teachers to provide equal treatment to all of their students in ordinary classroom. Moreover, 
there is different treatment for different kinds of learners. The extrovert learners, for 
example, may not have so many problems compared to introvert learners. NICENET helps 
teachers to make their classrooms friendlier for students not to be intimidated by the 
presence of others who would be better in speaking the language.  
 
 NICENET provides students with interactive activities that improve second language 
acquisition. Integrating technology throughout the instructional programs not only pays off 
in terms of language proficiency, it also provides some form of ‘satisfaction’ to students and 
teachers. 
 
 NICENET as a learning tool can be “an excellent source for authentic language learning 
experience (Silc, 1998:1).” The use of NICENET allows students with the help of their 
teachers to provide basic language and employability skills. Students would be able to 
interact with the teachers or with the whole class and engage in a meaningful 
communication. NICENET facilities the oral communication in a written form. The 
communication that occurs during the lesson on NICENET helps teachers discuss ideas 
generated from the class discussion on the net. Thus, interesting discussion would take place 
in the classrooms. 
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 NICENET provides learners with more control over the process of developing literacy skills 
(Silc, 1998). Students who would have problems working under pressure would accomplish 
certain tasks at their own pace. NICENET provides little pressure on the learners. 
 
 In NICENET, teachers play the role of a facilitator rather than a controller. Students feel 
more relaxed in a conductive atmosphere where teachers could provide advice and 
comments through electronic mail in NICENET. In addition, NICENET provides a 
learner-centered approach where autonomy is given to the student to experience the learning 
opportunity provided by the software. 
 
To ensure that every learner is not secluded from the Internet benefits, it is crucial to provide 
necessary training and exposure for school administrators, educators and teachers in general in 
bringing benefits to all. The key to successful technology program is definitely not the purchase 
of computers; it is the professional development of teachers and understanding the strength and 
weaknesses/issues of technology being adopted.  
 
Learning English has always been an issue in Malaysia. Continuous efforts have been made by 
politicians, policy makers, Ministry of Education, teachers, academicians, etc. to improve the 
learning and teaching of English. Large sum of money are being poured into planning talks, 
seminars, conventions to deal with a variety of issues concerning ESL every year. The emergence 
of information technology in education has given a new ‘chapter’ in designing a learning 
program for language classes. Its ability and potential to offer a new and a very much different 
experience as compares to the conventional way of classroom learning is a self-promoting 
feature of such technology. Indeed, with the world going globalization and into a borderless 
world, the internet is gaining popularity among teachers, educators, and administrators at the 
tertiary level. Popular it may seem, user in general have to be aware of issues surrounding the use 
of the Internet as a learning tool. 
 
THE INTERNET TO ENHANCE THE LEARNING OF ENGLISH 
Although the Internet is becoming a popular vehicle for providing reference materials and up-
to-date information and knowledge, there are a variety of issues that ESL teachers need to 
consider when placing course information and reference materials in the Internet. Among the 
issues that must consider and solves are: the Internet access; content prescribed and evaluation. 
 
Internet Access 
Will ESL students need their own computer, modem, and phone line? Are the students able to 
get access to the Internet? If they do not have the technology, who will provide it? Once 
students have the appropriate technology, can they locate your web-site easily? A web site should 
be primarily text based so that students with slower modems can easily access the information, 
but it is important to incorporate meaningful graphics where appropriate to enhance the learning 
In short, accessibility is important. Easy access to internet can certainly enhance the learning and 
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Content Prescribed.  
The type of content that is being organised on the web should be exciting, interactive and 
relevant to the students. This is particularly important for ESL learners. It is important to 
incorporate some ‘creativity’ into the learning experience because it will provide excitement and 
liveliness for the learners to learn the target language. This in particular enhances the ESL 
students’ motivation and curiosity to learn. Multimedia technology offers a more lively, 
encouraging and yet virtual learning. Undoubtedly, incorporating technology such as audio, 
video, graphics, and on-line electronic mail interaction will provide a more stimulating English 
learning experience for students (McCloughlin & Marchall (2000); and Simpson (2002). however, 
multimedia (if added as another feature of NICENET) should be an enhancement to the course 
design, not a distraction. 
 
Evaluation 
ESL teachers will need to assess students’ learning and teaching experience from time to time. 
This is imperative to obtain students’ feedback and progress in ESL classroom using the features 
offered in internet learning such as NICENET. In addition, we need to know how program 
such as NICENET helping students and teachers in both the learning teaching process. 
Instructors using a web-based system like NICENET can go on-line and post document that 
can be immediately available for the students; use. Students can practice using the language with 
less stress. Because of students’ ability to collaborate with others, some instructors can share 
links for other ESL resources and for on-line ESL quizzes. Hence, this collaboration can be a 
very positive learning activity. When two or more students get together to complete a task on 
the web classrooms, they are actually collaborating, students can get other viewpoints regarding a 
particular subject, thus enhancing the study group’s learning. This adds on to the list of 
advantages learning ESL using the networked classroom. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
The use of internet as learning and teaching tool promotes discussion between teacher and 
students as well as among students and teachers. Due to the requirement of communicating 
through the internet, the teacher plays an important role in leading and encouraging dialogues 
through writing. This allows student to practice their writing skills. When students have access to 
each other as resources for sharing work and receiving criticism, they become more involved. 
Improvement in writing may become more common as a student read others’ writing or receives 
regular, positive encouragement from teachers and peers. At the same time the teacher facilities 
by designing activities, assignments, and his or her own web pages containing information which 
relates to the needs of the students. In addition, the teacher could constantly evaluate through e-
mail exchange with individual students as well as through observing student process and product 
as works are published on the Web. (Quinlan, 1996). Such evaluation will give an important 
feedback to teachers acknowledging them of the students’ progress and the effectiveness of the 
‘networked’ classroom used. 
 
Engagement with new technologies provides students with the confidence they need to 
approach various new learning situations (Beadle, 1996). In his study, students remarked that e-
mail was a convenient and useful way to communicate with partners and with the teacher. In 
addition, students’ made positive remarks such as “felt more free to voice my problems and 
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concerns,” “responses received quickly,” and “I could address my problem as it was happening 
and she always replied”. (Beadle, 1996:20). 
 
In browsing the Internet, students can determine the value of a particular site in relation to 
another. If they too are learning to write hypertext, they can easily distinguish a glitzy, 
spectacular site from one that may have more information. They also learn which sites are easiest 
to navigate through as well as easiest to read. When a web-site is easy to read, it is not necessarily 
constructed with less information. A document that is all text based provides cues for the reader 
through organization and arrangement of words and sentences in relation to one another. A text 
that is visually informative (Bernhardt, 1986) utilises rhetorical organisation as well. Often, a 
hypertext contains as much or more information as a linear text and the reader is allowed to 
“jump around in the text to get additional information on a particular topic”. (Hill & Misic, 
1996:14). Through the exposure to the Web-based resources, students are able to learn useful 
design skills which may bring to a meta-cognitive level the rhetorical skills used in traditional 
composition. Additionally, creating a web page of their own “gives students a chance to show 
off what they have accomplished” (Milone, 1996: 40).  
 
There are many questions that one should raise before able to implement and use free web-
based environment such as NICENET as a possible learning tool to enhance participation 
among learners. In undertaking this study, the following research questions were asked: 
 
 How did students respond to NICENET? 
 Can NICENET help enhance students’ ESL learning? 
 Can NICENET help to enhance students’ participation in the learning process? 
 Can NICENET improve the standard of English among the learners? 
 
METHODOLOGY 
A total of one hundred students (75 males and 25 females) studying at the UUM were involved 
in this study. They were students  enrolling in three English courses: Business Pre-Intermediate 
English (BB1022), Intermediate English (BB 1032), and Business English (BB 2012; advanced). 
The proficiency of language among students varies from one course to another. The student was 
first required to  familiarise  themselves with the WWW for a week before they received a special 
classroom key to log in the specially created web-based classroom, namely, the Interactive 
English. The ESL teachers gave them a few websites to browse for making them aware of the 
useful resources available. Some of the ESL websites including a database prescribed by the 
university 
 
Prior to giving the key, students were asked to write feedback on exit slip for each ESL lessons 
as a classroom routine. After the students received the key to the classroom, they were asked to 
provide feedback after logging in the classroom as a first-time user. A topic for conference was 
posted for a week on the net to get students to participate and engage in discussions. At the end 
of the second week, students were asked to write their comments of a piece of paper to be 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The researchers found out that most of the students were not familiar with the Web before they 
engaged in the web-based classrooms. This is clearly revealed in Table 1. In addition a total of 95 
subjects were not familiar with e-mail facility.  Also 100% of the subjects were not familiar at all 
with newsgroup and listservs.  
 
Table 1:  Familiarity with WWW, E-Mail, Newsgroup and Listservers 
 
Not at all   Very much Types of Network 
1 2 3 4 
   WWW 95 0 0 5 
   E-mail 93 0 0 7 
   Newsgroup 100 0 0 0 
   Listservs 100 0 0 0 
 
Those with some familiarity had never spent more that two hours per week browsing WWW. By 
giving some time to familiarise with WWW, students found that in the period of a week they 
spent to use WWW was useful in building their confidence. The majority of the students as 
indicated by Table 2 (about 75%) agreed that one week was enough for getting oneself 
familiarised with WWW. Another 15% needed two weeks period whereas another 5% needed 
more than three weeks to get comfortable with the Web. 
 
Table 2: Period required to get familiarised with the web 
 
Number Of Weeks To Familiarize With WWW Persons Percentage 
One week 75 75% 
Two weeks 20 15% 
More than three weeks 5 5% 
 
The researchers also evaluate the students’ comments and counted the number of words in the 
message posted on NICENET. Table 3 shows the average sentences for each student before 
and after they engaged on-line. The findings are interesting. It seems that students were able to 
increase the average sentences they wrote when learning through the web. 
 
Table 3: Sentence average after logging in the classroom 
 
Courses Sentence Average Mistake 
 On exit slip On the Web On exit slip On the Web 
Pre-Intermediate English 
BB 1022 
5 15 10 6 
Intermediate English BB 
1032 
8 20 6 5 
Business English BB 2012 15 25 8 4 
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In addition to the findings in Table 3, Figure 1 also supports the use of web as a language 
learning tool. Clearly the figure shows that the web is a viable language learning tool and able to 
boost more practice such as producing more sentences.  
 

























































on to the positive findings on the use of the web as a language learning tool, it was also 
at students make fewer mistakes on the web as opposed on the exit slip. Figure 2 
at students make less mistakes in their writing for all the courses involved on the web. 
Figure 4: Number of mistakes found on the exit and the web 
 
















Exit Slip The Web
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Based on the interviews with the learners involved in the project, all of them felt that they were 
more relaxed and comfortable when they logged on the NICENET. The present conductive 
atmosphere was important in getting students to provide benefits of the new learning tool. 
Learners should be allowed to practice the target language with the least barriers. The use of 
NICENET offers variations in learning language. 
 
Some of the comments given by the students were that: 
 
• They are able to communicate well without the teachers’ presence. 
• The level of anxiety had been reduced when they used NICENET. 
• More electronic-based projects should be increased. 
• They are more confident in generating new ideas or brainstorm over the net. 
• They enjoyed learning languages as they could learn from one another. 
• The more time they spent on the project, the better they felt in handling the web-based 
learning. 
 
Besides the benefits to the learners, the researchers also felt that the use of the NICENET has 
made their teaching more effective. Even though the communication is not in real time, this 
asynchronous online communication allowed students to spend unlimited time in writing and 
communicating in the target language. The use of NICENET as a learning tool provides a 
variety to traditional classrooms. Teachers play a role of a helper and motivator in the 
NICENET. Students have learnt to collaborate and participate in classroom discussions. It is 
noticed that more students tend to take part in the discussion over the net than in normal 
classrooms. NICENET as a Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC) tool prepares learners 
for the coming and more demanding world. Learners who have been exposed to Internet 
technologies could certainly be more comfortable in future learning that involves technology. 
 
The use of ICA as a learning tool provides a variety to traditional classrooms. Teachers play a 
role of a helper and motivator in it. Students have learnt to collaborate and participate in 
classroom discussions. It is also noticed that more students tend to take part in the discussion 
over the net that in normal classrooms. Learners who have been exposed to Internet 
technologies could certainly be more comfortable in future learning that involves technology.  
The CMC permits classrooms to access widely-distributed electronic resources regardless of 
space. In most isolated classrooms, students have something to gain from a wealth of resources 
through the Internet. The CMC provided the educational process available to everyone, 
regardless of geographical or socio-economic circumstances (Schrum & Berenfeld, 1997). 
Language learners can share resources and links available on the NICENET to connect to other 
websites. 
 
The use of NICENET as a web-based classroom allows teachers to close the gap between 
information-rich and information-poor schools.  Students using ICA could learn the basic keys 
of the Internet before exploring on their own. The non-threatening way of learning can speed up 
the language acquisition processes. Becker (1993) cites that schools, in which information 
technologies were successfully used, must have the following: 
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• Strong social network of computer-using teachers 
• The presence of a full-time technology coordinator 
• Support for in-service training in the use of technologies 
• In specific subject domains, policies to ensure equitable access 
• Use of technologies in widely varying subjects 
 
In addition, the findings of this study show that the  NICENET is a potentially effective tool in 
language learning. It provides a non-threatening environment, and able to allow students to 
experience and have control over the learning process. The fact that students in this study were 
able to produce more sentences and make fewer mistakes when using the web as opposed to the 
exit slip supports the notion that the NICENET provides a new sense of motivation and 
excitement to students. 
 
SUMMARY 
The change in the actual physical environment and its relation to students’ engagement in 
learning is fascinating. The students in this limited virtual ESL classrooms can actively engage 
students in writing, research, and dialogue (written via email) during class time. Unlike other 
conventional classes, the students in this class are heterogeneously grouped. Their prior 
academic record does not dictate what they will be able to achieve in this environment, so they 
are immediately captivated by a chance to succeed. Tools such as the NICENET allows them to 
creatively express themselves in a new medium through the available features such as “personal 
messaging” that enables participant to send messages (via electronic mail) to a person or to the 
whole group. Link sharing and conferencing enable students to engage more as they might be 
links for better and interesting websites. Awareness that their teacher, peers or someone 
thousands of miles away will read their work or encounter their designs provides motivation for 
self-presentation. Finally, the communication which occurs via electronic mail between teachers 
and students is unique in that it is written, but it also closely resembles spoken language. 
Students use keyboarding and technology as tolls to translate what would usually be spoken 
comments into writing. This provides ample practice for them to express themselves clearly in 
written English, and it can be a powerful way for students whose spoken English may be heavily 
accented to express themselves without inhibition. Students can use electronic mail to ask 
questions they would normally not be voiced out in large group discussions, and they can 
communicate with students whom they not regularly talk to face to face. All of these factors 
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